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EFFECTIVE WAYS TO 
CHANGE PEOPLE 


WITHOUT OFFENDING THEM 


"T want him to change. I wish he could see the truth in 
what I say.... Will he take it in the right spirit?.. I definitely 
don’t want. to hurt him. What do I do? How do I 
communicate?" - This is the problem we quite often face. 


More often, unknowingly we nde roughshod over the feelings 
of others, getting our own way, finding fault, issuing threats, 
criticising a child or an employee in front of others, without 
ever considering the hurt to the other man’s pride! Whereas 
a few minute’s thought, a considerate word or two, a genuine 
understanding of the other person’s attitude would go a 
long way in alleviating the sting. 


We want to point out ... and not be hated for it. 


We wish to use words that influence and motivate the other 
to change. 


How do we do this? 


If we intend changing people without arousing resentment, 
we must begin with an attitude of respect for and acceptance 
of that person. His response totally depends on ur attitude. 
We normally assume the right to point out others' mistakes; 
but never take the initiative to appreciate them when they 


deserve it. 


If and only if we are appreciative when things go well, 
do we have the right to criticise. Appreciation makes a world 
of difference in the way our words are received and the 
motivation they provide to effect a change. 


Compliment the person if you sincerely have something 
to appreciate in him. This will enable him to remain open 
to your cniticism. Appreciation and Criticism should always 
be in the proportion of atleast 2:1. 


Relationships that do not enjoy positive strokes will certainly 
not respond to negative feed back. 


I WANT YOU TO CHANGE - HOW DO I CONVEY 
IT? 


Words that attempt to bring about a change, most often 
sting and offend, not so much because shortcomings and 
mistakes are pointed out, but because our choice of words 
and their expression are faulty. 


We want to ask the other person to change without sounding 
offensive or critical. How do we do this? 


Here are a few valuable tips 


# Describe your feelings - The way it affects YOU 


When judgements and negative evaluation of behaviour are 
made, the other person becomes defensive. Rationalisation 
and counter accusations follow. If others’ feelings are 
commented on, they may deny or sound evasive. But when 
your own feelings are descnbed, you leave no ground for 
argument or unpleasantness. 


Sharadha’s husband was away on a business tour. 
It was her birthday and she waited in vain for 
his telephone call. When he came back, Sharadha 
shouted, “You were so busy, that you could not 
even make a call.... Is it?» All you care for is 
your business.” 


Her husband quickly reacted to her taunt and 
said, “Do you know how strenuous it is over 
there? You comfortably sit at home and think 
only of silly issues like these.” 


Instead, Sharadha could have said, “I was very 
disappointed. I waited all day for your telephone 
call.” Through this response, she clearly states 
what she feels without finding fault with her 
husband. Now her husband is more likely to 
reply in a caring manner, 


Words like ‘bully’, ‘selfish’, ‘mean’, ‘useless’, ‘slow as a 
tortoise’, ‘dirty as a pig’ etc. should definitely be avoided. 


When labelling words are used and judgements are Passed, 
the other finds only negative implications. If a change is 
to be effected, the other person should be helped to see 


your side of the picture and understand how his behaviour 
has affected you. 


# Describe situations without lecturing - Be brief 


Our attempts to bring about a change often fail because 
we take over completely and lecture on what they should 
do and how. 


Orders and directions that our lectures contain, tend to 
belittle their ideas and feelings. Just describing what we 
see, works. 


When Senthil, a supervisor, saw his shop floor 
in a disarray, he told the workman, “There are 
tools.... also an oil spill. Watch out! With your 
workman’s shoes on, you will slip”. These words 
got the job done. 


Senthil just described the situation and effected 
a lasting change in the behaviour of his workman. 
He says, “I had to say this only once. Since 
I got them to see the reason, they do it on 
their own now. Today I have the cleanest .shop- 
floor in the factory - no effort and no ill feelings.” 


Instead, if Senthil had lectured, “Can’t you see 
this mess? Didn’t your factory’s safety programmes 
teach you this? You want someone to point this 
out everyday?”, a sullen worker would have done 
a half-hearted job and this too with Senthil 
monitoring him closely. Since the cleaning was 
done to keep Senthil’s mouth shut, the shouting 
would have to be repeated every day. 


Lectures on “Why can’t you do that’ and Don’t you think 
you should’, only stop the other person from thinking along 
those lines. Since you do the thinking and pick up solutions, 
the other person sees no reason why he should abide by 
it. 


# Express directly 

Express your views directly to the person concerned. 
When opinions are expressed through others, they take the 
form of gossip. They are given a negative flavour by each 


person who reports them. Your words can be twisted out 
of shape and turned unrecognisable. 


When your neighbour plays music too loudly or dumps 
garbage on the road, the person you should speak to is 
that neighbour - not the others. 


“When my colleague tells me that I should work 
faster, I can take that. But when somebody else 
reports it to me, I turn red. ‘What else did she 
say about me., How could she have.....’, go my 
thoughts.” 


Complaining to others serves no purpose. It is similar to 
the act of the foolish man who lost his money in his field, 
but looked for it near the street light because it was brighter 
there. 


2 Express your comments in private 


Comments that hurt the most, are those that have been 
made in the presence of other people. 


Embarrassed and angry with you for finding fault with him 
when others are around, the other person fails to understand 
what you are saying. For him, his feeling of being insulted 
becomes the prominent issue. 
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Akhil says, “I got into a scrap at school and 
my teacher sent a note. My mother was furious 
and she just took off. My brother said, He thinks 
he is too smart. He needs some shaking up. 
My kid sister whispered, “You refused to lend 
me your pen. See! God is punishing you. You 
deserve this.’ 


When T entered home, I was feeling very embarrassed 
and sorry about the note. After this scene, all 
remorse disappeared. I was just waiting to get 
even with my brother and sister.” 


If I am criticised when I am alone, it makes 
things easier - I have only one issue to handle 
- ‘the problem’. With others around, a full set 
of forces come into play - What they might think, 
say and do, and how I should react to them. 


When criticised in the presence of others, I feel 
I am challenged and my self-esteem gets weakened. 
When alone, defences are down. I am able to 
tackle the issue without having to play up to 
the audience. 


= Focus on only one issue at a time 


When too many complaints are voiced together, we will 
not be taken seriously. 


“Just look at your marks! You have failed this 
term also. You just do not bother to listen to 
us. You play till 7.00 p.m. every day with your 
friends. Your room is always in a mess, and I 
have to clean it up every time. Moreover, you 
don’t hear what we say. Yesterday also I saw 
you shouting at Grandma. Getting up in the 
morning, eating on time - everything is a problem 
with you. I have to repeatedly shout at you from 
morning till night.....” continued Lakshmi. Satish 
had stopped listening long back. 
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Focussing on just one issue at a time and expressing it 
clearly, is crucial for the message to be effective. When 
too many issues are presented at one go, nothing gets registered. 


Moreover, when too many 
issues are pointed out, one 
feels worthless. “How can I 
handle all these drawbacks? 
With so many things thrown 
at me, I feel condemned and 
rejected.” 


Complaints are to be given 
in manageable doses. If given 
one at a time, the person can 
chew on it, think about it and 
assimilate it. An overdose can 
only turn him off. 


B Express verbally as to what needs to be done 


If we are dissatisfied with what the other person has done, 
we have to explicitly state what we feel about it. 
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Sulking, banging doors, cold stares - none of these work. 
Non-verbal messages confuse the other, and he does not 
understand where he has gone wrong. 


Murali came home late in the evening. When 
he entered, he found the whole environment 
different. His father did not speak to him at 
all. After half an hour, his father literally banged 
the door and went off. Murali was confused. 


"What is wrong with Daddy? Why is he behaving 
like this? Has something gone wrong in his office"? 
thought Murali. 


Instead of sending non-verbal messages, Murali’s 
father could have effectively told him, “Last 
evening I told you that you have to be back 
home by 7. I am upset because in spite of it, 
today you are late by one hour.” 


= Do not sound apologetic 


Feeling uncomfortable when cniticising, we sometimes attempt 
to glide the pill. The crux of the issue will then be lost 
in the frills. 


Ravi’s boss said, “I am impressed with your 
qualification and the assignments you have 
successfully completed. As somebody much older 
to you in age, I feel I can tell you a few things. 
Coming to office on time, is something I consider 
very important. When I joined work, I used to 
come half-an-hour ahead of time and leave only 
after my boss did. Punctuality had always been 
my strong point. Imagine the model you will 
set to your subordinates if you come late. You 
are a young man with a career ahead of you. 
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So I want you to take care of small issues like 
these.” 


Ravi’s boss sat back with a sigh of relief, for 
he thought he had conveyed to Ravi the importance 
of being punctual. 


When Ravi’s friend asked him what the discussion 
was all about, he said, “I don’t know why he 
called me in. He was reminiscing about the past 
and telling me of things he did during his younger 
days.” 


Apologetic statements like, “I am saying it all for your 
sake”, or “Don’t get upset about what I am Saying” are 
not required. They take the power off your words. 


z Avoid comparisons 


Many believe that comparing unfavourably with another calls 
for a healthy competition. But it doesn’t work. Instead, 
it leads to resentment and a total rejection of your views. 


“I have dined so many times at Rajesh’s house. Unlike 
you, Rajesh’s wife cooks marvellously well.” 
“Curry is burnt and Sambar is too salty.” 
“Shankar’s handwriting is so neat. Look how untidy 
your work is.” 


“Your handwriting is illegible.” 


: “You have not completed your target. Ganesh is less 
experienced than you. Still he has overshot his sales 
target. Why don’t you learn from him and improve?” 


“I want your sales to increase.” 
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In each of these, the first set of statements hurt. Comparisons 
offend feelings and deliver a blow to one’s self-esteem. When 
a person is told time and again that he is not good enough, 
he will dismiss your standards and your words will lose 
their value. 


S Do not use words like ‘Always’ and ‘Never’ 
Words like ‘always’ and ‘never’ dilute the power of statements 
and lead to a total disregard for your ideas. 
Situation: 
I accidentally broke a cup while washing it. 
Criticism: 


“You always keep breaking things. You will never 
change. You can never be trusted to do anything 
properly.” 


Reaction: 


“When you are used to my being this way, and since 
I am_ not going to change, why are you wasting 
your breath?” 


Situation: 

“I lost my pen during the camp.” 

Criticism: 

“You always keep losing things. You can never take 
care of your belongings.” 

Reaction: 


“I Jost a pen worth just Rs.2.00. This is the first 
pen I have lost. What about the purse that you lost 
last month?” 
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The statements here do not pin point particular behaviour, 
but rather condemn globally. 


‘Always’, completely decries the past. ‘Never’ seems to say 
that one is bound to stay that way for ever. His reaction 
will then be, “True, I might be wrong just now - but there 
were dozens of times when I had been right. He does not 
even remember. He is too prejudiced. I will not listen to 


him.” 
# Do not be sarcastic 


Sarcastic comments fail to convey messages, but leave in 
their wake, hurt feelings. 


- Dinesh silently finished his dinner of cold chapathis 
and left over curry. He said, “What an excellent dinner! 
Food is piping hot and absolutely tasty.” 


Shantha entered office at 11.00 a.m. “You are very 
carly. How did you manage that?”, asked her boss. 


@ 
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John worked out the sum and showed it to his teacher. 
“With your kind of brains, you ought to be in a museum,” 
remarked the teacher. 


Statements like these are like acid that corrodes. The receiver 
only feels embarrassed, ashamed and furious. It does not 
help him understand where he has gone wrong. Even when 
he does, it does not motivate him to change. 


So far, we have seen 10 cardinal rules to be followed in 
changing people without sounding offensive or critical. They 
are 


1. Describe your feelings - The way it affects 
YOU. 

Describe situations without lecturing - Be brief. 
Express directly. 

Express your.comments in private. 

Focus on only one issue at a time. 
Express verbally as to what needs to be done. 
Do not sound apologetic. 


Avoid comparisons. 
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Do not use words like ‘Always’ and ‘Never’. 


10. Do not be sarcastic. 


When we are right, let us try to win people gently and 
tactfully to our way of thinking; and when we are wrong 
_ and that -will be surprisingly often, if we are honest with 
ourselves - let us permit others to point out our shortcomings. 
It pays to listen...... 


It pays to listen patiently and with an open mind. Be sincere 
about it. Allow him to express his views fully. Suddenly 
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you may be tempted to interrupt. But don’t. If you do 
so, he may stop abruptly and there may be quite a number 
of things he had wished to point out and you had missed. 


Listening helps you to understand new truths - new angles 
to your personality which you may hitherto be unaware 
of. Convince yourself that his intention is not to find fault 
with you, but to help you to change for the better. 


If others suggest a change, it does not mean that you are 
not valued. It only means that with the change, you will 
be valued more. 


So far, we have explored methods to criticise others without 
offending, and also to listen to criticism and get benefited 
by it. Conscious practice of the valuable tips given, could 
lead to a turning point in your life. You already possess 
hidden assets within yourself that can make your personal 
and social interactions meaningful. All you need now is 
the determination to uncover, use them and become 


A BETTER YOU. 
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